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RIO Country Report 2017 
The R&I Observatory country report 2017 provides a brief analysis of the R&I system 
covering the economic context, main actors, funding trends & human resources, policies 
to address R&I challenges, and R&I in national and regional smart specialisation 
strategies. Data is from Eurostat, unless otherwise referenced and is correct as at 
January 2018. Data used from other international sources is also correct to that date. 
The report provides a state-of-play and analysis of the national level R&I system and its 
challenges, to support the European Semester. 
Summary 
This report provides a brief analysis of the Belgian Research and Innovation (R&I) system 
covering the economic context, main actors, funding trends and human resources, 
policies to address R&I challenges, and R&I in national and regional smart specialisation 
strategies. The data used is from Eurostat, unless otherwise referenced. 
Economic situation 
Economic growth was 1.2% in 2016, but is expected to continue to strengthen and reach 
1.7% in 2019. Unemployment is expected to fall progressively to 6.8% in 2019. The 
inflation rate peaked at 3.0% in the first quarter of 2017, but is expected to drop to 
1.6% in 2019. The budget deficit is expected to drop to 1.5% in 2019 due to the 
economic recovery and further budgetary measures. The Belgian economy is amongst 
the most productive in the Euro area, but labour productivity gains in the services sector 
have been more modest than in neighbouring countries. 
Challenges for R&I policy-making in Belgium 
The Belgian R&D intensity reached 2.49% (2016) with most of R&D investments being 
made by private business reaching a research intensity of 1.73% in 2016. Private R&D is 
concentrated in a few large companies notably in the pharmaceutical and chemical 
sectors. The main innovation challenges in Belgium are:  
 Promote fast growing enterprises in innovative and less innovative sectors: A
long-standing issue in Belgium’s innovation performance is to make innovation
more widespread ensuring a higher economic impact. Promoting more innovative
high growth firms (HGIEs) in all sectors is a deficit and challenge.
 Addressing the shortage and mismatch of human resources for R&I: demand for
STEM students exceeds the number of graduates, and is exacerbated by a skill
mismatch.
Main R&I developments in 2017 
 For HGIEs some policy measures target innovative enterprises directly, but
providing favourable framework conditions for HGIEs is equally important and a
point requiring attention. Overall assessment of the policies towards HGIEs is
positive. Belgium is not among the very best countries as far as framework
conditions for HGIEs are concerned, but it is amongst the “near frontrunners”.
 With respect to the skill mismatch on the labour market, new initiatives are
taken to ensure job seekers possess skills in high demand and are familiar with
new technologies. In particular the communities and regions are reforming the
secondary education system as a response to this challenge.
Smart Specialisation Strategies 
 In Wallonia, the regional innovation strategy is a core component of the "Marshall
Plan 4.0", which foresees a budget of €642m for the innovation component (2015-
2019), mainly in the context of the Competitive Poles Policy.
 Flanders is updating its Smart Specialisation Strategy. The priority themes of
focus will broadly remain similar to those from the S3-note from December 2014.
Its S3 strategy is closely aligned with its cluster policy (through the creation of 5
‘spearhead’ clusters) and the 4 strategic research centres in Flanders.
  
 Both Wallonia and Flanders are part of the Vanguard Initiative. Flanders is leading 
the project in 3D printing, jointly with the regions Norte (Portugal) and South-
Netherlands under the Vanguard Initiative. Flanders also connects clusters and 
ecosystems via the “intercluster” projects. 
 
 
 In the new interregional partnerships that the EU has decided to support after a 
call in 2017, Flanders will lead 2 consortia (on 3D-printing and on bio-economy) 
and takes part in 2 other networks.  
 
 
 In July 2016, the Government of the Brussels Capital Region approved the new 
Regional Innovation Plan 2016-2020 in order to identify the region’s strengths 
through an entrepreneurial discovery process with substantial input from 
companies. 
 
 
Foreword 
The R&I Observatory country report 2017 provides a brief analysis of the R&I system 
covering the economic context, main actors, funding trends & human resources, policies 
to address R&I challenges, and R&I in national and regional smart specialisation 
strategies. Data is from Eurostat, unless otherwise referenced and is correct as at 
January 2018. Data used from other international sources is also correct to that date. 
The report provides a state-of-play and analysis of the national level R&I system and it's 
challenges, to support the European Semester. 
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1 Economic context for Research and Innovation (R&I) 
Per capita GDP (nominal terms) in Belgium in 2016 was €37,400, up from €36,600 in 
2015, well above the EU-28 average of €29,000. Economic growth is expected to 
strengthen in 2017 and 2018 to 1.7% and 1.8% respectively, up from 1.5% in 2016, 
whereas for 2019 an easing to 1.7% is forecast (European Economic Forecast, autumn 
2017). Domestic demand benefits from a favourable investment climate – due to low 
interest rates and policy interventions - and an improving labour market, with 
unemployment expected to progressively fall to 6.8% in 2019. As labour market 
conditions continue to improve, households are expected to use a large part of the 
additional income as well as their savings to increase consumption. Private consumption 
growth is expected to slow down in 2019 due to inflation reducing the purchasing power. 
Private investments are also expected to continue to support growth on the back of an 
already high capacity utilization rate, favourable financing conditions and significant 
liquidity reserves. The multifactor productivity growth rate was 0.47% in 2015, which 
was higher than in France (0.26%) but lower than in the Netherlands (1.06%) and in 
Germany (1.06%) (Eurostat, 2017).  
Measures to improve competitiveness are expected to continue to benefit the corporate 
sector, such that total investment will remain above 23% of GDP over the period 2017-
2019. The contribution of net exports to growth is expected to be neutral over the 
forecast period. One of the main challenges for exports is Belgium’s relative specialisation 
in goods that face significant international competition, which will continue to make 
market share gains difficult. Risks to the generally favourable outlook are mainly 
external, in particular the uncertainty related to Brexit. 
A distinctive characteristic of the macroeconomic context in Belgium since a few years is 
the high inflation rate, which reached a peak at 3.0% in the first quarter of 2017, causing 
an inflation differential with the rest of the Euro area. The main reasons are of technical 
nature (in particular the inclusion of fossil fuels into retail energy prices) as well as due to 
administrative measures, and a lack of competition in several network industries (such as 
telecommunication), and in business and professional services sectors. Inflation is 
expected to soften to 2.2% in 2017, and 1.4% in 2018, but edge up to 1.6% in 2019. 
The government deficit is expected to decrease from 2.5% in 2016 to 1.5% in 2017. The 
deficit should further narrow to 1.4% in 2018 and increase to 1.5% in 2019 under an 
assumption of no policy change. Notably, public spending relative to GDP is expected to 
decrease by 0.8 percentage points in 2018 due to a continued decline in interest rates, 
limited growth in government spending (despite higher asylum and security costs), and 
controlled growth in public sector wages while public revenue should increase by 0.2 
percentage points in 2018 due to the strengthening economy. The debt ratio is projected 
to decrease by around 2 percentage points of GDP in 2017, thanks to the primary surplus 
and as nominal growth outpaces interest payments. 
 
1.1 Structure of the economy 
Both in terms of employment and value added, the services sector is the most important, 
with respectively 81.1% of total employment in 2016 (consistently higher than the EU-28 
average1), and 77.2% of value added (16.5% for the EU-28). 51.5% of employment was 
in knowledge-intensive service sectors versus 37.1% for the EU-28. Conversely, only 
10.7% of the labour force in 2016 was active in the manufacturing sector compared to 
13.9% for the EU-28. High-tech and medium high-tech manufacturing accounted for 
3.5% of employment in 2016. In terms of the economic structure, the share of industry 
                                           
1 In the most recently available data for 2014, the share of services in overall employment was 80.5% 
(Belgium) and 73.1% (EU-28). 
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in value added has been steadily declining, from 19.9% in 2003 to 14.3% in 2016. The 
decline of manufacturing in Belgium has been faster and steeper than in other Western 
European countries (Country Report Belgium, 2017). This has contributed to a decreasing 
demand for low-skilled labour and to skills mismatches in the labour market (see also 
challenge 2 in section 4). 
In 2015, there were 80 370 new company registrations (almost 12% less than in 2014) 
and 60 186 company de-registrations, a decline of 8.1% compared with 2014. The ‘non-
financial business economy’2 has performed strongly since 2008, despite the negative 
impact of the financial crisis. Total value added grew by 19% in 2008-2015 and 
employment increased by 6%. SMEs performed even better: their value added increased 
by around a quarter and employment grew by more than a tenth. SMEs are an important 
part of the Belgian economy, generating more than 60% of total value added and almost 
70% of all employment. Of particular importance are micro firms, which generate more 
than a fifth of total value added. Their share of employment was 34.6% in 2016, almost 
five percentage points higher than the EU average. This strong SME performance is 
mostly attributable to the growth of the professional services sector. In 2008-2015, SME 
value added in this sector increased by almost three quarters – and even by 130% in the 
scientific research and development subsector - while SME employment rose by more 
than 50%. Manufacturing and transportation were the only two sectors in which SMEs did 
not grow in 2008-2015 (employment -13%), with the exception of chemicals, a 
subsector of manufacturing (employment +5%). In 2016-2018, SME value added is 
predicted to increase by 8.1% and SME employment by 3.1% (Small Business Act 
Factsheet, 2017).   
While the Belgian economy is still amongst the most productive in the EU, labour 
productivity gains in the services sector have been more modest than in neighbouring 
countries. An important explanation is the reallocation of labour towards sectors with 
comparatively lower productivity, such as real estate, health, education and government. 
In the case of Belgium, one also has to take into account the strong increase in low- 
productivity household services, which in the past few years have been lifted out of the 
informal, underreported economy by means of a subsidized voucher system. Importantly,  
the services sector in Belgium seems to have benefited less from ICT productivity gains 
compared to most neighbouring countries (Federal Planning Bureau, 2015), and 
productivity growth in ICT services is still amongst the lowest in the EU. Conversely, 
productivity growth has been strong in the food and basic metals industries, with Belgium 
being a leader in the food industry, accounting for 15% of manufacturing gross value 
added, whereas productivity growth has been less strong in pharmaceuticals and 
chemicals, the two leading manufacturing industries. These sectors, which represent 
close to 28% of value added and 55% of business R&D expenditure in manufacturing, 
were however already at a very high productivity level. Belgium also experienced low 
labour productivity growth in some manufacturing industries which are amongst the 
highest growing at the EU level, such as motor vehicles, computers, electronics and 
optical products (Country Report Belgium, 2017, based on Eurostat data).  
Investment in research and knowledge-based capital remains to a large extent 
concentrated in a handful of sectors, in particular3 pharmaceuticals (29% of intramural 
R&D expenditures in the business sector in 2015), ICT services (10%) and the 
manufacturing of computer, electronic and optical products (8%). In particular, the 
relatively large business services sector in Belgium captures the lion’s share of total 
intangible assets (including computerised information and scientific and creative property 
and skills) and ICT. Belgium also invests heavily in foreign patents, explaining part of the 
rapidly increasing ratio of intangible investments to GDP (Belgium Country Report, 
2017). More specifically, the number of PCT applications with a Belgian inventor or 
                                           
2 The non-financial business economy includes industry, construction, trade and services (NACE Rev. 2 sections 
B to J, L, M and N). 
3 Based on the Belspo R&D statistics (2017). 
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applicant has increased from a few hundred per year to almost 3,500 in 2012, illustrating 
the increasing importance of international patent applications. A similar trend is observed 
for (granted) USPTO patents (ECOOM Indicatorbook, 2017). 
Labour demand in Belgium has rapidly shifted towards high-skilled occupations since the 
beginning of the century with an increase of almost 25% between 2000 and 2010 
(Maselli, 2012), mostly at the expense of medium-skilled functions (De Mulder & Duprez, 
2015). Labour supply, however, has not adapted as swiftly. This is shown, for instance, 
by the low proportion of tertiary education graduates in science, technology, engineering 
and mathematics (see also sections 3.3 and 4.2). 
An important structural change in Belgium concerns its labour cost competitiveness, 
which eroded steadily for almost a decade until 2014. This was due to nominal wage 
increases exceeding those in neighbouring countries and without being matched by 
increases in productivity. As a result, the unit labour cost differential between Belgium 
and its three biggest neighbouring countries rose to 7% in 2013 (European Semester 
Report for Belgium, 2017). Since then, the wage disadvantage has been curbed by wage 
moderation policies, including the intervention of the government in the wage-setting 
process, temporary suspension of wage indexation in both the private and government 
sectors and the gradual reduction of employer social contributions in the framework of 
the ongoing tax reform. Unit labour costs are expected to increase at a more moderate 
pace in 2017-2018 than has been the case in the past, thanks to structural changes to 
the wage bargaining process. 
1.2 Business environment 
According to the European Innovation Scoreboard (EIS) 2017, Belgium is a strong 
innovator with an above-EU-average performance, although it remains below the group 
of EU innovation leaders. Key determinants of Belgium’s good innovation track record are 
the openness and quality of its science base with strong public-private collaborations, a 
high proportion of public R&D financed by the business sector and its attractiveness to 
foreign doctoral students.  
Assessments of the business environment confirm that Belgium continues to rank low in 
2018 in terms of ease of doing businesses with a 52nd position worldwide (42rd in 2017) 
and 24nd among EU member states (World Bank Doing Business, 2018). Indicators 
showing the largest distance to the best world performers and for which progress has 
been stagnant include the cost and time to transfer property – with respectively triple 
and double the EU average, among the highest in the EU - and indicators that measure 
access to credit, mainly due to the more limited availability of credit information from 
private entities. Also some regulatory and fiscal barriers to starting businesses remain 
and as a result the cost for starting a business is still 60% higher than the EU average. 
However, Belgium has improved with respect to entrepreneurship, traditionally a 
concern. – Notably, a rise of 15% in early-stage entrepreneurial activity has been 
recorded, as well as a 60% rise in the number of new women entrepreneurs (World Bank 
Doing Business, 2017). While still trailing many other countries4, the improved 
performance is generally attributed to a multitude of policy initiatives, although some will 
need more time before the effects will be visible, such as the entrepreneurial education 
action plan 2015-2019 in Flanders (see also section 4.3), the reform of the Flemish 
entrepreneurial-stimulating policy in 2015-2016, the Small Business Act 2015-2019 in 
Wallonia and Strategy 2025 (which includes a Small Business Act) of the Brussels Capital 
Region. In terms of e-commerce, the percentage of SMEs selling online in Belgium is 
above the EU average, while recent regulation allows night shifts for e-commerce 
activities under certain conditions (Royal Decree of 18 March 2016).  
                                           
4 For example, total early-stage Entrepreneurial Activity (TEA) amounted to 6.24 in Belgium in 2015 (most 
recent GEM data available), behind the UK (6.93) and the Netherlands (7.21) but before Germany (4.70) (GEM 
Monitor, 2017). 
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The Global Innovation Index (GII) ranks Belgium in the 27th place, a fairly stable ranking 
over the past years, with an overall score of 49.9, compared to the top performer 
Switzerland at 67.7 (GII, 2017). The GII ranking is made up of 81 indicators. For sub-
indicators like knowledge workers (6th) or education (also 6th), Belgium is highly 
competitive. However, weak points that are also confirmed in other rankings include the 
ease of getting credit (84th in the GII) and the output of graduates in science and 
engineering (ranked 76th, see also section 4.2). The Global Competitiveness Index 2016-
2017 ranks Belgium 17th out of 138 countries, concurring with other rankings in its 
excellent ranking for higher education (5th) and the quality of its scientific institutions 
(6th), but flags the relative underperformance in terms of supplying what the labour 
market needs as one of its most problematic factors for doing business (Global 
Competitiveness Report, 2017 – see also the innovation challenges in section 4). The 
other main hindrances for business are the high tax rate (121th out of 138 countries), the 
burden of government regulation (89th) and the (lack of) flexibility of labour markets 
(117th). 
In terms of the 2017 Digital Economy and Society Index (DESI), Belgium – jointly with 
Luxembourg, the UK and Ireland - immediately follows the most advanced digital 
economies in the EU: Denmark, Finland, Sweden and the Netherlands (DESI, 2017). It 
ranks highest in connectivity (3rd) and integration of digital technology by businesses 
(5th), while digital public services are its biggest relative weakness (13th). 
Business investment has been resilient, with non-financial corporations achieving an 
average gross investment rate of 24.5% from 2009 to 2015, outperforming France 
(22.5%), the Netherlands (19.8%) and Germany (16.9%). In contrast, public investment 
is very low by European standards, in particular in relation to total public spending. As a 
result, average net public investment since the 1990s is near-zero and the quality of 
public infrastructure - in particular education, energy and transport - has been eroding. 
(European Semester Report for Belgium, 2017). To address these challenges, a “national 
pact for strategic investments” has been announced by the federal government – to be 
specified in 2017 - to tackle bottlenecks in sectors such as energy, security, transport 
and the digital economy. 
 
2 Main R&I actors 
The Belgian research system is highly “devolved” due to the federalisation process of 
the last 28 years that has gradually split competencies and transferred them from the 
federal level to the regions and communities. The Belgian regions have authority on 
research policy for economic development purposes, thus encompassing technological 
development and applied research as well as all valorisation tasks, including strategic 
research centres and other knowledge centres. The communities (French Community, 
Flemish Community and German-speaking Community) are responsible for education and 
fundamental research (including strategic basic research) at universities and higher 
education establishments as well as the Community scientific institutes. Access to finance 
is also a competence of the regions and communities. The Federal Government is in 
charge of the federal scientific institutes, intellectual property (IP) law, standardisation, 
fundamental metrology, nuclear energy research, polar research, defence research, 
public health research, corporate taxation, employment legislation and social security. 
The R&D tax credit, a major policy instrument in Belgium, is a competence of the federal 
state. The Federal Government also acts on behalf of all entities regarding research that 
is part of international agreements. For space research for example, a new federal 
agency was established at the end of November 2016. The competence is federal, but 
the regions are involved in the management. It is worth mentioning that the federal 
programme “Interuniversity Attraction Poles”, which aimed to encourage collaborations in 
basic research between teams from institutions belonging to the different communities, 
was replaced by the Excellence of Science (EOS) programme. This new programme is 
financed by the Flemish and French Communities, and managed by the Fonds 
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Wetenschappelijk Onderzoek (FWO)5 and the Fund for Scientific Research – FNRS (see 
below). 
Belgium has seventeen federal scientific institutes and agencies, which are of diverse 
types and cover a wide variety of research activities and collections. At the administrative 
level, they are managed by various policy departments and 10 of these institutes and 
agencies are under the overall responsibility of the federal Minister for Science, as part of 
the Programmatory Public Service (PPS) for Science Policy, Belspo. These scientific 
establishments have a two-fold mission: a scientific public service mission (development, 
maintenance and dissemination of scientific, technical and cultural information and 
documentation, collection conservation, etc.) and a research mission (through research 
often conducted in partnership with the universities of the Flemish and/or French 
Community). The Federal Government also has responsibility over two other research 
organizations: the National Institute for Radio-elements, and the Nuclear Energy Centre 
(SCK or CEN).  
In Flanders, there are five scientific institutes, and four strategic research centres (VIB, 
imec, VITO, Flanders Make), and a set of other knowledge centres in various domains 
(marine sciences, tropical medicine, etc), and since 2017 also 5 spearhead clusters in 
various innovative domains (sustainable chemistry, materials, logistics, energy, agro-
foods). In Flanders, the universities represent the first pillar of the higher education 
system and account for the majority of the scientific output in the Flemish R&D 
ecosystem: universities generate almost 90% of all public scientific output in Flanders 
(Geerts et al., 2014). The five universities of the Flemish Community are: the Katholieke 
Universiteit Leuven (KU Leuven), Universiteit Gent (UGent), Universiteit Antwerpen (UA), 
Vrije Universiteit Brussel (VUB), and Universiteit Hasselt (UHasselt). In the French 
Community, universities also play a key role as research performers. The 6 universities 
are: the Catholic University of Louvain (UCL), Saint-Louis University, Brussels (USL-B), 
the University of Namur (UNamur), the Free University of Brussels (ULB), the University 
of Mons (UMons) and the University of Liège (ULiège). The Royal Military Academy (KMS-
ERM), a federal institution, completes the higher education R&D ecosystem. Basic 
research funding is largely administered by the FWO (Flanders) and F.R.S.-FNRS 
(French Community) agencies. With regard to the latter, it is worth noting that 
Government of the French Community decided to increase its funding by €8m in 2018, 
which represents about 5% of its annual budget. Innovation support is governed by 
the regions through dedicated agencies. In Flanders, Flanders Innovation and 
Entrepreneurship  (AIO) acts as a one-stop-shop for all  guidance and support for 
businesses, including innovation support, while Innoviris and the Agency for Enterprise 
and Innovation (AIE) take up this role in the Brussels Capital Region and the Walloon 
Region, respectively. Besides financing, the regions offer hands-on support. While the 
established policy is implemented by the agencies, preparation, monitoring and 
evaluation of policy happens within the administration of the respective governments, 
in particular the Department of Economy, Science and Innovation (EWI) and the Ministry 
of Education and Training (O&V) in Flanders, and the directorates DGO 6 and DGENORS 
of the public services of the Walloon Region and the French-speaking Community, 
respectively. 
Each government also has an advisory council for science and innovation policy.                                                   
Figure 1 gives a schematic overview of the R&I governance system in Belgium.6  
The Belgian business enterprise sector performs the biggest share of Belgian R&D (see 
section 3). R&D and innovation is mainly concentrated in a few sectors like 
pharmaceuticals and chemicals, which have very high R&D intensities. The CIS survey 
                                           
5 With regard to FWO, it is worth noting that the Flemish Government decided to increase for 2017 its budget 
for grants with €30.3m, and to allocate a one-off budget of €30m for research infrastructure (for the 3rd TIER1-
supercomputer). 
6 Note that this schematic overview does not include the various collaboration structures such as cluster 
organizations and strategic research centers in Flanders, or the competitive poles in Wallonia. 
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results for Belgium confirm the high proportion of innovative companies: the overall 
share of innovative enterprises is 64.4%, which is clearly above the EU average (49.1%) 
and among the highest in the EU, along with Germany and Luxemburg (CIS survey 
2014). Nevertheless, innovation continues to be largely concentrated in industry and 
large companies. Most of these large enterprises belong to multinational groups, meaning 
that their research and innovation policy is not exclusively determined in Belgium. Even 
though the large majority of SMEs do not conduct research directly, many of them 
outsource research to some extent, buy innovation elsewhere or are active in innovation 
networks, so that they can also be regarded as innovation-oriented.  
In addition to the higher education and business sectors, Belgium has an additional type 
of R&D actor: the collective research centres. These sector-specific centres, such as Sirris 
(the collective centre of the technological industry)7, are established as public-sector 
entities, but work in close cooperation with the relevant sector’s business federation. 
They perform contract research for and provide technical and scientific services to 
businesses in these sectors. 
 
 
                                                  Figure 1: R&I governance in Belgium 
 
 
          
 
 
 
 
                                           
7 A full list of collective centers can be found here (Appendix 1). Please note that the list of collective centers in 
Wallonia is a bit longer, since it also contains some centers only recognized as collective centers in Wallonia  
(https://recherche-technologie.wallonie.be/fr/menu/ressources/competences-s-t/les-centres-collectifs-de-
recherche-agrees/index.html) 
 10 
 
3 R&I policies, funding trends and human resources  
 
Main R&I policy developments in 2017 
Document title, hyperlink and date 
of publication/announcement 
Short description 
Creative Wallonia Plan 2015- 
2019  
Adopted in July 2016, the updated framework 
programme for creativity and innovation in the 
Walloon Region will pay more attention to SMEs, 
to the relation with the industrial and public 
sector, to skills development and to the 
adaptation of education systems. 
Open Data Decree (Wallonia and 
French Community) 
Adopted in July 2017, the decree provides and 
regulates access to public administrative data for 
use by citizens, businesses and other 
administrations. 
Implementation of the W.IN.G fund 
(Wallonia) 
As a flagship initiative within the Digital Wallonia 
strategy, the W.IN.G fund provides financial 
support to digital start-ups. After 1 year in 
operation, 252 funding applications were made, of 
which 40 start-ups received a positive investment 
decision, for a total amount of €4.6 million. 
Made Different Digital Wallonia 
(2017-2019) 
Launched in January 2017, this program aims at 
raising awareness and providing support for 
companies in their transition towards Industry 
4.0. A related initiative is Construction 4.0, aimed 
at the digitization of the construction sector, and 
which will kick off with a roadshow in 2017. 
Decree for the development of 
infrastructure for new economic 
activity (Wallonia) 
Adopted in February 2017, the decree aims to 
make areas of economic activity more efficient, 
more in line with the needs of businesses and 
urban planning and more environmentally 
respectful. The total budget for the 2014-2019 
legislature is €400m. 
Three-year plan for agricultural 
research 2017-2019 (Wallonia) 
Adopted in March 2017 with a budget of €70m, 
the plan aims to unite stakeholders in agronomic 
research as well as to align research with the 
needs of the agricultural and food sector. 
Decree for the support of RDI 
(Wallonia) 
Adopted in 2015 and into force in 2016, the 
decree updates the 2008 decree by more explicitly 
targeting excellence while also improving the 
efficiency of support schemes. 
2nd Strategy for Sustainable 
Development (Wallonia) 
Adopted in July 2016, the strategy aims to 
promote initiative and consistency for sustainable 
development in the public policies of the Walloon 
Region. It contains 17 goals and 169 targets that 
the governments have committed to achieving by 
2030. 
Modification of the Decree on the 
organisation and the funding of the 
The Flemish Parliament approved on 8 November 
2017 the modification of the Decree on the 
organisation and the funding of the science and 
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science and innovation policy 
(Flanders) 
innovation policy in Flanders.  
 
 
Support for research in Blue Energy 
and in Marine Science (Flanders) 
Regarding Blue Energy, following the substantial 
support for the construction in 2017 of the new 
wave basin and towing tank in Ostend, a budget 
was approved end 2017 for the Gen4Wave action 
plan, as part of the exploitation for the period 
2018-2022. End 2017, the Flemish Government 
also decided to support the setup of a Marine 
Robotics Centre by the VLIZ (Flanders Marine 
Institute). 
New / modified Order for RDI 
support to businesses  (Flanders) 
Adopted by the government in May 2017, the 3 
new Orders  replace the former Order for R&D-
support  from 2008. They contain 
updated/modified modalities for support 
mechanisms and bring the schemes in line with 
European regulations (R&D&I state aid) and 
changes in the Flemish RDI governance structure. 
A 4th Order on consortia of companies that 
cooperate with a research organisation was 
approved on 22 December 2017. 
Concept notes “Make the jump to 
industry 4.0”, “Implement the 
transition to the circular economy”, 
“Lifelong learning and the dynamic 
career path” (Flanders) 
Published in February-March 2017, these policy 
notes of the Flemish Government respectively put 
the transition towards Industry 4.0 and the low-
carbon and circular economy on the policy 
agenda. The notes also define specific steps to 
move forward, including how the governance of 
these transitions will be handled. 
 
 New 5-year management 
agreement with 3 Flemish 
strategic research centres  
(Flanders) 
 Imec 
 VIB 
 Flanders Make  
In February 2017, the Flemish Government 
concluded two new 5-year management 
agreements: one with the nanotechnology 
research center imec (that absorbed  iMinds end 
2016) and receives an  annual grant  that 
increases to €108m, and one with VIB 
(biotechnology) that received an increase of its 
annual grant with €15m to €59m. In December 
2017, the Flemish Government decided to 
approve the new 5-year agreement 2018-2022 
with Flanders’ Make, that also receives a one-off 
grant of €15m for a supplementary location in 
West-Flanders. 
 Spearhead cluster pacts 
(Flanders)  
 Flux 50 
In June 2017, the Flemish Government signed  
cluster pacts with each of these  spearhead 
clusters (Catalisti, SIM, VIL), and in December 
2017 with the spearhead cluster Flux50 (energy), 
detailing the commitments of the government, the 
cluster organization and the cluster members for a 
period of 10 years. 
Programme for Innovation 
Procurement (PIO) (Flanders) 
End 2016, the Programme for Innovation 
procurement, PIO, was approved by the Flemish 
Government, aimed to support public procurers in 
Flanders that are included in the domains of the 
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concept note Visie 2050. There is a target of 3% 
that can stimulate other policy areas to express 
their potential. A starting budget of €5m is 
planned to start up contracts. Resulting a call, 
there are currently 12 projects being supported. 
Smart Flanders programme (City of 
Things living laboratory) (Flanders) 
 
Launched end 2016, the “Smart Flanders-
programma” wants to support the 13 cities from 
Flanders and the Flemish Community Commission 
in the BCR with their development towards smart 
cities. The programme runs until end 2019 and is 
run by Imec. The aim is to become “Open and 
Agile Smart Cities” and resolve needs with certain 
datasets. 
SME growth subsidy (Flanders) In 2016, the SME growth subsidy was launched to 
help SMEs with ambitious growth plans (by 
innovating, extending international activities or 
transforming the business with new activities). Per 
calendar year SME’s in Flanders can receive 
maximum 50000 euro. 
Regional Plan for Innovation 2016-
2020 (Brussels Capital Region) 
Approved in July 2016, the plan serves as the 
region’s comprehensive framework for innovation 
policy from 2016 to 2020.  The plan pays 
particular attention to three strategic priority 
areas that reflect the Region's strengths : Health, 
Environment, and ICT.  
Fablab Mobile (Brussels Capital 
Region) 
With the first call launched in summer 2017, the 
objective of the programme is to create 
awareness about ICT among young people in 
Brussels via a mobile Fab Lab. 
Living Labs (Brussels Capital 
Region) 
The living labs Retrofit (aimed at the construction 
and renovation sector, 2016) and Smart Mobility 
(2017) bring together stakeholders to develop 
solutions for specific challenges the Region faces 
and to test them with end users. 
Evaluate – Proof of Concept ( 
Brussels Capital Region) 
The programme “Evaluate - Proof of 
Concept” funds the demonstration of feasibility 
and the economic viability of an innovative 
technology, method or idea that originated in 
prior scientific research. 
Pre-seed funding (Brussels Capital 
Region) 
Financing tool operated by Innoviris and Brustart 
in order to finance entrepreneurs at a very early 
stage of the development of a product. 
Tax shelter for start-ups and 
crowdfunding (Federal Government) 
The new legal framework for crowdfunding 
platforms, in vigor from 1 February 2017, expands 
the tax shelter for start-ups to investments via 
crowdfunding platforms. 
Tax regime for the sharing economy 
(Federal Government) 
The Programme law of 1 July 2016 (Belgian State 
Gazette 5 July 2016) sets up a framework for the 
sharing economy, in which registered platforms 
apply a tax rate of 10% to services between 
individuals for an income up to €5,000. 
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R&I funding trends 
Total GERD in Belgium was €10 906m in 2016. The breakdown by funding source (2015) 
shows that the business sector financed 58.6%, followed by the government (22.5%), 
foreign sources (16.5%), higher education (2%) and private non-profit organisations 
(PNP, 0.4%). The evolution of GERD by source of funds is shown in Error! Reference 
source not found.Total GERD increased almost linearly in the period 2005-2013, with a 
slight flattening in 2009 as a consequence of the decrease in funding from the private 
sector that year. The private sector is the main funder of Belgian GERD and the gap with 
respect to the government's contribution appears to be growing after 2009. Funding from 
the European Commission has remained roughly constant in the period under scrutiny, 
amounting to about 12% of the GERD funded by the government (see Error! Reference 
source not found.).8 In terms of the breakdown of GERD by the R&D performing 
sectors, BERD accounted for 69.9% of total GERD in 2015, HERD for 20.3%, GOVERD for 
9.2% and PNP for 0.5% (Belspo, 2017).  
Fiscal support for business R&D is substantial and has increased to over €1.725b, 
accounting for over two thirds of total public support for business R&D. Noteworthy is 
also the increased use of the partial salary withholding tax exemption for researchers 
(Belgium National Reform Programme 2017).  
 
 Figure 2: GERD by source of funds 
          
Data source: Eurostat, November 2017. 
3.1 Public allocation of R&D and R&D expenditure 
Total R&D intensity in Belgium reached 2.49% of GDP in 2016, narrowing the gap both 
with the Europe 2020 target (3% of GDP), and with the average of innovation leaders 
(3.05%). However, public R&D intensity remains low, at 0.68%, compared to the EU 
average (0.71%) and innovation leaders (1.15% for Denmark), whereas the business 
sector remains the largest performer of R&D, having spent 1.73% of GDP on R&D in 
2016 (Dumont, 2015; Belgium Country Report, 2017). The region of Flanders reached an 
R&D intensity of 2.69% in 2015 (ECOOM, 2017; Speurgids, 2017). 
 
 
                                           
8 A regional breakdown for 2013 can be found here on sheet R5 on the website of Belspo.   
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Figure 3: R&D funding by government 
 
                        Data source: Eurostat, November 2017. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 shows that, over time, R&D funding by the government increased for every sector of 
performance, and a stronger increase was observed after 2011 for total R&D funding due 
to a jump in business R&D funded by the government and a slight increase of public-
funded higher education R&D. In the government sector, public-funded R&D increased 
only very slightly over time compared to the other sectors, from an initial level of around 
€230m in 2005 to €490m in 2013. 
3.2 Private R&D expenditure 
In 2016, R&D intensity in the business sector in Belgium was 1.73%, higher than the EU-
28 average (1.3%) and the Netherlands (1.12%), but lower than, for example, Sweden 
(2.27%) or Germany (1.95%). 
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BERD has nearly doubled in the past decade, from €3,776m in 2005 to €7,3m in 2016 
(Belspo, 2017). One of the key sectors responsible for the increase is pharmaceuticals 
(NACE C21). There are more than 200 pharmaceutical companies in Belgium, which 
invested almost €2.6b in 2015 (pharma.be, 2016). According to the 2016 R&D Industrial 
Investment Scoreboard, the Belgian pharmaceutical firm UCB was by far the largest R&D 
investor in 2015 (with an outlay of €940m, ranking 45th in the EU (see Table 1). Foreign 
pharmaceutical firms carrying out R&D activities in Belgium include the former Solvay 
Pharmaceuticals (now Abbott), GSK and Janssen (part of Johnson and Johnson).9 In 
addition, there are a number of smaller Belgian biotech firms that are highly R&D-
intensive, including Biocartis (€36.6m R&D investment in 2015), Tigenix (€15.1m), and 
Thrombogenics (€13.6m). Combined R&D expenditures in Belgium, including those of 
R&D affiliates of foreign firms, amounted to €2.89 billion in 2016, an increase of 11.6% 
relative to 2015 (pharma.be, 2017). 
 
 
 
Table 1: Top 10 private R&D investors in Belgium 
Company EU rank Sector R&D 2016 (m€) 
UCB 43 Pharmaceuticals & Biotechnology 963.0 
ABBOT 94 Chemicals 319.0 
ANHEUSER-BUSCH INBEV 124 Beverages 231.5 
UMICORE 169 Industrial Metals & Mining 155.9 
PROXIMUS 183 Mobile Telecommunications 144.0 
AGFA-GEVAERT 186 Electronic & Electrical equipment 141.0 
BARCO 219 Mobile Telecommunications 120.5 
KBC 258 Banks 94.0 
XTRION 320 Technology Hardware & Equipment 64.2 
BEKAERT 322 Industrial Metals & Mining 63,6 
Source: EU Industrial R&D investment scoreboard 2017 
 
 
Figure 4: shows the top sectors in terms of business R&D expenditure in 2013:  
pharmaceuticals (CF, 28.8% of total), scientific R&D (MB, 10.4%), computer 
manufacturing, electronic and optical products (CI, 7.1%) and IT & information services 
(JC, 6.3%). In terms of recent trends, BERD in computer manufacturing, electronic and 
optical products (NACE C26) in 2010 and 2011 was lower than the 2008 values, but 
reached back its 2008 levels in 2013. There was a decrease in R&D expenditure by Agfa-
Gevaert (171th in the 2015 ranking) in 2012 and 2013, but this does not fully explain the 
drop in C26 BERD. The chemical sector (NACE C20), with one of Belgium's leading 
Scoreboard companies (Solvay, 95th), declined after a peak in 2011, although in 2013 it 
remained above 2008 BERD levels.10  
 
Figure 4: Top R&D sectors 
 
                                           
9 Note that Table 1 does not take into account R&D investments by R&D affiliates in Belgium of foreign-owned 
companies. 
10 http://www.innovationdata.be/i/RD_03/Business-enterprise-RD-expenditure-top-four-economic-activities 
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Note: Top sectors in manufacturing (C20: Manufacture of chemicals and chemical products; C21: manufacture 
of basic pharmaceutical products and pharmaceutical preparations; C26: Manufacture of computer, electronic 
and optical products). Top service sectors (G=wholesale and retail trade, repair of motor vehicles and 
motorcycles, J=information and communication, M=professional, scientific and technical activities). 
 
The most important contribution to the BERD increase comes from the combined service 
sectors, especially professional, scientific and technical activities (NACE M) and 
Information and Communication (NACE J). The former (M), which is the service sector 
with the highest levels of BERD, saw an increase of more than 50% in the period 2009-
2013. While part of this increase may be due to the outsourcing of R&D activities by 
Belgian SMEs, internal R&D expenditures also show an increasing trend. The increase in 
R&D tax incentives may have contributed to this development. The information and 
communication sector also experienced strong growth in BERD between 2009 and 2011 
after which it flattened out. Wholesale and retail trade witnessed a considerable BERD 
increase between 2011 and 2012. Even though BERD remained stable in 2008-2009, it 
increased in all the service sectors studied after the crisis period. The share of sectors G-
N in total BERD increased from 33 to 37% between 2008 and 2013. 
3.3 Supply of R&I human resources 
As highlighted in section 1.2, Belgium’s education system and highly-skilled workforce 
are among its most valuable assets underpinning its knowledge economy. Belgium’s 
public expenditure on education was 6.4% of GDP in 2015, well above the EU average of 
4.9%, and 9.3% of the active population works as a scientist or engineer, which is higher 
than France (6.2%) or Germany (8%), but lower than the Netherlands (10.3%), the UK 
(11.5%) or Sweden (11.9%).  
In terms of the change in performance of R&I human resources over time, the EIS shows 
an improvement relative to 2010 in number of new PhD graduates, but a decline in 
tertiary education attainment and lifelong learning (EIS, 2017). While the share of the 
population aged 25-64 in 2015 with tertiary education is high, scoring 122.6 
(EU28=100), at the same time, the supply of human resources for R&I faces a number of 
problems with respect to the supply of new PhD graduates (with an index of 98.2, 
compared to, for example, the Netherlands with an index of 121.9, based on 2014 data), 
and especially the lagging share of tertiary education graduates with a science or 
engineering degree (index 72.6, compared to Germany’s 142.4) or the share of the 
population aged 25-64 years that participates in lifelong learning (index 64.5, compared 
to France’s 173.8) (innovationdata.be, 2017).  
The proportion of tertiary education graduates in STEM fields has increased slightly in 
recent years (from 1.53 per 1000 population in 2010 to 1.68 in 2015, RIO data, 2017), 
but it is still one of the lowest in Europe (OECD, 2016). This is problematic since not 
enough students graduate with skills that are in demand in the labour market (OECD, 
2017), such as in the ICT, biotech and pharma sectors as well as for civil, industrial and 
bio-engineer jobs. At the same time, an estimated 1800-2200 unemployed industrial 
engineers aged 40-60 have difficulties finding a new job in Flanders (Flemish Parliament, 
2017). An important element in the skill (mis-)match debate is the companies’ need for 
interdisciplinary profiles: pharmaceutical companies are increasingly looking for people 
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with skills in nano-electronics and ICT to be used in the development of health 
applications. More generally, the proportion of people with high computer skills (24%) is 
below the EU average (29%), and well below the EIS innovation leaders, e.g. Germany 
reaches 30%, Denmark 39% and Finland 46% (European Commission, 2016b). While 
there is a lack of detailed statistics on the immigration of high-skilled workers, Belgium’s 
policy for awarding work permits has been rated as on-par with the one of Scandinavian 
countries in terms of speed, low cost and imposed conditions, e.g. in terms of required 
salary (Deloitte, 2016). 
 
 
 
 
4 Policies to address innovation challenges 
4.1 Challenge 1: Improve enabling conditions for high-growth 
innovative enterprises  
Description 
The European Innovation Scoreboard 2017 classifies Belgium as a strong innovator, but 
with the exception of employment in knowledge-intensive activities (21% higher relative 
to 2010, compared to 7.7% for the EU-28) and the export of knowledge-intensive 
services (1.7% higher relative to 2010, the same growth as for the EU-28), other 
economic impact indicators in the scoreboard show a decline relative to the EU 2010 
average. As indicated in the RIO country report for 2016, one particular economic 
performance measure that raises concern in Belgium is the lack of fast-growing firms in 
innovative sectors (European Commission, 2016c). While such firms make a significant 
contribution to job creation, Belgium with a share of employment in high-growth 
enterprises of only 5.9%, is well under the EU average of 9.1% (see also Costa et 
al.,2016). In addition, many fast-growing Belgian firms operate in sectors which are 
traditionally less innovative, such as construction and transport (Country Report Belgium, 
2016).  
The proportion of high-growth innovative enterprises in the total economy remains low at 
0.10% in 2014, comparable to the EU-28 average of 0.16%. In comparison, EU 
innovation leaders attain an average of 0.24% (Costa et al., 2016). Also the latest 
country report for Belgium restates that the high-quality public research system has not 
brought about a higher number of fast-growing innovative firms, despite the presence of 
highly-skilled human capital flanked by a range of support measures (Country Report 
Belgium, 2017). Given the pivotal role of high-growth innovative SMEs in renewing the 
structure of the economy, increasing their prevalence11 is a key policy challenge.  
Policy response  
While policy initiatives exist to improve the framework conditions for start-ups and SMEs, 
Belgium’s complex legislative and administrative system – as illustrated in the discussion 
of the entrepreneurial business environment in section 1.2 - still poses a challenge to 
potential high-growth innovative enterprises. However, the awareness of the importance 
                                           
11 It should be noted that the indicator base for tracking high-growth innovative enterprises is rather limited 
since few indicators jointly capture innovativeness and growth at the company level (see the discussion in Coad 
et al., 2014). There is also a clear lack of ‘flow’ indicators that allow assessing, for example, the extent to which 
high-growth innovative enterprises in Belgium tap into the country’s strong science base, through the 
systematic linkage of references in patent documents to scientific publications. 
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of HGIEs is increasingly reflected in policy agendas and consultations. For example, the 
Flemish Advisory Council for Innovation and Enterprise (VARIO) has highlighted in its 
working programme for 2017 the question of how to stimulate the growth of more ‘home 
grown’ HGIEs as well as the accompanying policy that is required to foster scale-up of 
these firms (VARIO, 2017).  
At the federal level, the tax shelter for start-ups and its recent extension to include 
crowdfunding (see section 3) facilitates entrepreneurs’ access to funding (Federal 
Government, 2015). The challenge of creating favourable framework conditions as well 
as targeting the creation of HGIEs more directly is also taken up in several policy 
initiatives across the three regions, some of which are continuations of broader initiatives 
that were already started in recent years. The following initiatives (also listed in section 
3) are illustrative for the policy response to this challenge:  
A high-profile initiative is the establishment of the imec.istart fund, which was announced 
by imec in March 2017, in collaboration with the Flemish Government, ING, BNP Paribas 
Fortis, Telenet and the Cronos Group. The fund (€12.5m in the coming 5 years, the 
largest of its kind in the Flemish region) will undertake pre-seed investments in start-
ups active in digital innovation (imec, 2017). The Flemish Government invested 30 
million euro in Imec.xpand (new venture fund from Imec) that targets entrepreneurs in 
nanoelectronics-based innovation in smart applications for a sustainable society such as 
smart health, smart mobility, smart cities, smart industries or smart energy. Another 
recent measure from the Flemish Government to help SME’s with their growth or 
expansion, is the SME growth subsidy (launched 2016), while the new PIO (Programme 
for Innovation Procurement) currently supports 12 projects. The budget of the Industrial 
Research Fund (IOF) increased in 2017 by 5 million euro to a total of 32.8 million euro in 
2018, while the PWO-budget (to improve research capacity of Universities of Applied 
Sciences and Arts (formerly named university colleges) and their knowledge transfer 
increased by 10 million euros to 28.6 million euro. Lastly, the Flemish University 
Associations created special support programs for student entrepreneurs for example the 
‘Lcie Entrepreneurship Academy’ in Leuven. In the Walloon Region, the W.I.N.G fund is 
a flagship initiative within the Digital Wallonia strategy, providing financial support to 
digital start-ups. After 1 year in operation, 252 funding applications were made, of which 
40 start-ups received an investment decision, for a total amount of €4.6m. In the 
Brussels Capital Region, the new Regional Innovation Plan for 2016-2020 aims to 
establish a “platform incubator” in 2017, which will bundle the existing incubators’ 
governance instruments as well as their expertise on legal aspects, the ecosystem, 
coaching, etc. in order to strengthen the acceleration of innovative firms.  
As many fast-growing Belgian firms are active in sectors which are traditionally less 
innovative, it is important to have a broader policy focus than science-intensive or high-
tech sectors (Mason & Brown, 2013). Key examples in this respect are initiatives like 
Flanders District of Creativity or Creative Wallonia, focused on the creative economy. 
Another one is Construction 4.0 in the Walloon Region, aimed at the digitization of the 
construction sector, and which will kick off with a roadshow in 2017.  
Assessment  
Besides the support for potential HGIEs as such, Belgium’s excellent science base could 
be leveraged more as a source of innovative start-ups and in support of the innovation 
capabilities of incumbents. The OECD Country Report for Belgium (OECD, 2017) 
highlighted that better tech transfer would increase the innovation capacity of companies 
and that the provision of adequate financing in the scale-up of young innovative 
companies is a key point. The substantial and sustained efforts in all regions to promote 
industry-science links and cluster building are commendable - see for example the new 
spearhead cluster pacts that were signed in Flanders in 2017 - while new initiatives like 
the ones discussed above indicate that policy increasingly pays attention to (scaling up) 
innovative start-ups. 
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Another promising means to capitalize further on Belgium’s excellent science base is to 
make universities and public research organizations more entrepreneurial. While some 
universities already display strong performance in this respect, with for example the KU 
Leuven topping Reuter’s “most innovative European university” ranking12 in 2016, 
entrepreneurial universities and PROs could take up an even stronger role as catalysts of 
Triple Helix interactions.  
In terms of framework conditions that support HGIEs the frontrunners are Israel, South 
Korea, Sweden and the US. However, Belgium is still among the ‘near frontrunners’, 
performing similarly to its neighbors France, Germany and the Netherlands (Costa et al., 
2016). Besides remaining bottlenecks in framework conditions (such as Belgium’s 
complex legislative and administrative system) and missing links in HGIE policy, it has 
recently been argued that policies aimed at fostering entrepreneurial ecosystems (Mason 
et al., 2014) should play a more prominent role than more traditional entrepreneurship 
policies, which usually take a ‘transactional’ approach to support, such as through grants, 
tax incentives and subsidies. In contrast, entrepreneurial ecosystem policies are focused 
on ‘relational’ forms of support, aimed at fostering connections between actors. This 
viewpoint is also in line with the finding that it is hard to predict which companies will 
grow and that high growth tends not to be persistent over time (Coad et al., 2014). This 
is an important caution when implementing policies that narrowly try to target only 
HGIEs13 As indicated above, cluster policy is well-established in Belgium. Still, recent 
developments in all Belgian regions show a continued and growing attention for even 
more systemic policies (see section 5 below).  
4.2 Challenge 2: Addressing the shortage and mis-match of 
human resources for R&I 
Description  
As discussed in section 3.3, while the share of STEM students in the total inflow to 
higher education has shown an increasing trend in recent years, demand exceeds the 
number of graduates. The result is a mismatch between the needed and the available 
labour for R&I. These and similar observations have been signalled repeatedly as a 
hampering factor for future innovation (European Commission, 2016c; Country Report 
Belgium, 2017). The OECD country report for Belgium (OECD, 2017) has also 
recommended raising and mobilising skills not only to boost economic growth14, but also 
to improve inclusiveness.  
Issues that have recently gathered broader attention are the declining trend in the share 
of top-performing pupils and the shortage of qualified teachers, with the latter due to 
a lack of suitable candidates for teacher training and a premature exit of young teachers 
from the profession (CSR, 2017). The challenge for reforming education to support 
innovation is thus not only a matter of broadening participation and offering relevant 
curricula, it also requires attracting and retaining human capital for transferring skills and 
knowledge. This challenge cannot be seen as disconnected from the need to boost 
innovation performance and knowledge diffusion in less productive sectors, which has 
been flagged as another point of attention for Belgian innovation policy (CSR, 2017). 
Higher productivity gains and broader investment in knowledge-based capital, notably for 
adopting digital technologies, are essential and suitably qualified human capital is an 
important means to achieve this goal. 
                                           
12 See http://www.reuters.com/article/us-innovative-stories-europe-idUSKCN0Z00CT (last consulted 09/2017). 
13 It has also been noted that the focus on employment growth as a criterion could be suboptimal if it results in 
policy that is biased against firms that show high productivity growth, but not necessarily high employment 
growth (Aiginger, 2007). 
14 Note that this innovation challenge is closely intertwined with the first one, since the presence of fast-growing 
firms, especially in innovative sectors, crucially depends on highly qualified human capital in the domains of IT, 
biotech, material science, etc. 
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Policy response  
The communities and regions are taking action to make STEM more attractive at different 
levels of education and training (European Commission, 2016). For example, in the 
French Community, the steering group for the reform of secondary education has 
proposes a five-point strategy in December 2016. The reform is comprehensive and 
addresses the whole system, including pupils and competencies, teachers, education 
provision and governance. In Flanders, the Flemish government adopted in January 
2017 the final key measures of the master plan for secondary education, which will be 
implemented from September 2018 onwards. Its main focus is on a new ordering of the 
educational offer and a rationalisation of the study areas, although the division in 
general, technical and vocational streams is maintained. All communities are further 
developing dual learning - in which studying and learning are combined in an integrated 
trajectory - as part of secondary education through the involvement of companies. 
Furthermore, they all pursue the preparation of the reform of initial teacher education 
(Country Report Belgium, 2017). 
 
With respect to the skills mismatch on the labour market, new initiatives are taken to 
ensure job seekers possess skills in high demand and are familiar with new technologies. 
For example, in the French Community, a Master in Cybersecurity was launched as 
from the educational year 2016-2017 by 4 universities and 2 university colleges. 
Furthermore, as part of the #Walcode initiative, 3,500 students have been involved in 
software programming trainings (Belgium National Reform Programme, 2017). In the 
Brussels Capital Region, the new Regional Innovation Plan 2016-2020, foresees 
actions (axis 3) to strengthen ICT competencies for the broader population in 
collaboration with various stakeholders such as the universities. Other initiatives in this 
domain include the Fablab Mobile project (see section 3) for which the first call was 
launched in summer 2017 and which provides up to €100,000 in support per project 
partner. In Flanders, the action plan entrepreneurial education 2015-2019 and the 
STEM action plan 2012-2020, which also tie into innovation challenge 1, are being 
implemented. Furthermore, the ICT impulse plan  aims at increasing digital literacy of 
youth, and provide financial support for the STEM academic network, which organizes 
extracurricular STEM activities in collaboration with companies. The Flemish Government 
has also launched a call for proposals using role models to encourage students and young 
graduates to choose STEM-oriented studies and careers. Also concerning life-long 
learning, the Flemish government has published a concept note for the Vision 2050 
transition priority “lifelong learning and the dynamic career path” (see also section 3).  
With respect to support for researchers, we refer to ongoing initiatives that have been 
discussed in the 2016 RIO report, including the federal fiscal policy of the reduced wage 
withholding tax for researchers, the various schemes for researcher mobility (Beware 
Fellowships, Ulysse, CTP Mandate "Temporary postdoctoral researcher", Odysseus, 
Pegasus 2, Attract…) as well as efforts to complete the European Research Area 
(European Commission, 2016c). In that respect, in the French Community, an 
interuniversity committee dedicated to the promotion of Gender equity in research has 
been established by the decree of 10 March 2016. The Flemish Government increased the 
R&D&I-budget in 2017 with a recurrent amount of €160.3m, and an extra one-off budget 
for investments in R&D&I of €39.1m..  
Assessment  
In Flanders, monitoring of the STEM action plan reveals positive results concerning 
the attractiveness of STEM studies in higher education but mixed results in 
secondary education (Belgium Country Report, 2017). A comparison of academic year 
2010-2011 with 2015-2016 showed that in Flanders an additional 1,500 students have 
enrolled for a higher education STEM degree, while the share of female students has 
also increased slightly to 34.1% at universities and 23.6% at university colleges 
(Flemish Ministry of Education, 2017), which brings the targets for 2020 of the STEM 
 21 
 
action plan within reach (STEM Monitor, 2017). In the six universities of the Wallonia-
Brussels Federation, the total number of students enrolled in STEM studies has increased 
by 1,2% from 2010-2011 to 2014-2015. Over the same period, the share of female 
students in STEM studies has remained stable for bachelor degrees (31,6% in 2010-2011 
and 31,4% in 2014-2015), while it has slightly increased for master degrees (from 
33,2% in 2010-2011 to 34,6% in 2014-2015). 
While labour market performance has improved in terms of a decreasing 
unemployment rate (see section 1), certain groups are still performing poorly, in 
particular the low-skilled, the young, the older workers and people with a migrant 
background. For the latter, the employment rate is among the lowest in the EU, even 
adjusting for other individual characteristics (CSR, 2017). The CSR for 2017 
acknowledges the efforts made for reforming education and training, in particular in 
terms of equity, competences taught (including in-company training) and quality of 
education. Nevertheless, several challenges remain, both known issues that are difficult 
to turn around in the short term, such as educational inequality, but also more recently 
emerging problems like the retention of teachers. More broadly, the “transfer of talent” 
will prove to be a crucial differentiator for innovation success, not least in the 
international competition for human capital. While some firms and institutions (e.g. 
imec, VIB) are able to attract top talent from abroad, this is not a widespread 
phenomenon. 
 
5 Focus on R&I in National and Regional Smart 
Specialisation Strategies  
 
New policy developments 
Wallonia 
In Wallonia, the regional innovation strategy is a core component of the Marshall Plan 
4.0, which foresees a budget of €642m for the innovation component (2015-2019), 
mainly in the context of the Competitive Clusters Policy15. 
An example of a recent development that will further strengthen regional specialization is 
the creation of the TERRA Research Centre, which is an interdisciplinary center for 
biological engineering in agri-food, agriculture, biotechnology and environment issues. It 
is scheduled to open in 2017-2018 and will host 175 researchers and doctoral students. 
Terra is foreseen to recruit 25 new doctoral students every year (NRP Belgium, 2017). 
Another high-profile initiative that operationalizes the Walloon regional innovation 
strategy is "Made Different Digital Wallonia" (2017-2019), which was launched in January 
2017 and which involves several competitive poles, sectoral federations, research centers 
and the Digital Wallonia agency. This program aims at raising awareness and providing 
support for companies in their transition towards Industry 4.0. 
The aim to further develop innovation ecosystems is also apparent from the Walloon 
Region’s membership of the Vanguard Initiative, that supports cooperation between 
regional innovation eco-systems specialized in priority areas for emerging industries. In 
particular, the Competive Poles, the centerpiece of the region’s cluster strategy, are 
                                           
15 The Walloon cluster policy already originated in 2001, with a bottom-up definition of the clusters. In a later 
stage (2006), this was complemented by the Competitive poles, which were defined using a mix of top-down 
and bottom-up approaches.  
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involved in several European projects and networks16, with the aim of fostering cross-
border and cross-European clusters. 
Flanders 
Flanders adopted its Smart Specialisation Strategy in 2014 by defining seven priority 
domains for regional innovation and investments. These domains were selected based on 
Flanders’ competitive advantages in areas such as logistics, chemistry, manufacturing 
and health. Currently, a combination of 5 ‘spearhead’ clusters and 4 strategic research 
centers accelerate Flanders’ competences in these priority domains. To further identify 
investment synergies and internationalisation potential, the Flemish government is in the 
process of updating its S3 strategy.  
Like Wallonia, Flanders participates in the Vanguard Initiative (VI) and in 2017 has been 
involved in 5 pilot projects and is leading the project in 3D printing, jointly with the 
regions Norte (Portugal) and South-Netherlands. In these pilot projects, specific demo 
cases are developed for which the VI facilitates collaboration between intermediaries - 
typically cluster organizations - and companies across regional boundaries based on 
smart specialization principles. The VI will identify which financial instruments, i.e. 
regional, national and/or European, are needed to implement these and other pilot cases. 
The VI is linked to the Smart Specialization Platform of the European Commission (JRC-
Seville), with the VI pilots mainly being part of the theme “industrial modernization”. In 
the new interregional partnerships that the EU has decided to support after a call in 
2017, Flanders will lead 2 consortia (on 3D-printing and on bio-economy) and takes part 
in 2 other networks. 
Finally, ensuring interconnections between clusters and ecosystems is important to avoid 
the creation of isolated knowledge islands and foregone opportunities for collaboration. 
Therefore, the Flemish government launched a call in July 2017, with a budget of €15m, 
for “intercluster” projects (VLAIO, 2017). These ‘bridging ties’ aim at connecting the large 
scale spear-head clusters and the smaller innovative business networks as well as to 
promoting knowledge creation and communication. 
Brussels Capital Region 
In July 2016, the Government of the Brussels Capital Region approved the new Regional 
Innovation Plan 2016-2020. The plan was developed on the basis of an extensive process 
that included both a quantitative analysis and the participation of many stakeholders in 
order to identify the region’s strengths through an entrepreneurial discovery process with 
substantial input from different sectors, including companies, colleges and universities, 
(regional) public institutions, representatives of the other Belgian Regions and 
Communities, professional associations and civil society 
 
Progress on implementation 
Wallonia 
The regional smart specialization strategy received a new impetus thanks to several 
changes in governance, such as the development of a common methodology to integrate 
the “valorisation” dimension into the early stages of research projects. Another structural 
change concerns the association of the competitive poles to the “Industry 4.0” actions of 
the Digital Wallonia Plan (Wallonia Contribution to the NRP, 2017). More generally, one 
can observe a shift in policy towards an increased support for building ecosystems. 
                                           
16 One example is the Greenwin Competive Pole on chemical engineering and materials, which participates in 
the BIC Consortium. Several members of MECATECH associated in the Reverse Metallurgy innovation platform 
are involved in the KIC Raw material.EIT Raw Materials. Another example is the Vanguard Initiative, mentioned 
below. 
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Wallonia is also participating in several S3 Partnerships (e.g. Bio-Economy, Agri-food and 
smart electronic systems, Efficient and Sustainable Manufacturing, New Nano-Enabled 
Products, etc.), under the Industrial Modernisation and Agri-Food S3 Thematic 
Platforms17, which aim at identifying value chains and possible work on demonstration 
projects along common or complementary domains of S3 
Flanders 
A cornerstone of the implementation of the smart specialization principle in Flanders is 
the new cluster policy of the Flemish Government. It consists of two types of clusters, 
which differ in number, time horizon and scope. The spearhead clusters – currently five 
such clusters are operational –aim for long-term, large-scale triple-helix collaboration in 
domains that are considered strategic for the region. In contrast, the innovative business 
networks are smaller in scale and have a maximum time horizon of 3 years, with the aim 
of executing an action plan that results in economic added value for the participating 
firms. This two-pronged cluster policy is instrumental in realizing the government’s long-
term “Vision 2050”, published in March 2016. One of the key objectives in this 
comprehensive strategy for the region is to make the transition towards Industry 4.0, 
besides other system innovations like the circular economy and the bio-economy. The 
Flemish government published a vision document in February 2017 to build a common 
understanding of the evolution towards Industry 4.0 and to outline concrete steps to help 
Flemish industrial firms cope with the impact of digitalization (see section 3). Also here, 
the spearhead clusters and innovative business networks are considered important 
vehicles to carry out research on Industry 4.0 and to develop concrete applications 
(Policy note Flemish government, 2017).  
Flanders very actively participates in several interregional S3 Partnerships under the 
Industrial Modernisation, Energy and Agri-Food S3 Thematic Platforms (co-leading the 
three partnerships on 3D-Printing, Photonics and Smart sensor systems for Agri-Food, 
and participating in many other partnerships: Marine Renewable Energy, Bioeconomy, 
High Tech Farming, Sport, Medical Technology, New Nano-Enabled Products, etc.). It will 
lead 2 of the new interregional partnerships that the EU has decided to support in 2017 
(on 3D-printing and on bio-economy) and take part in 2 other of these networks. 
 
Brussels Capital Region 
The new regional innovation plan has identified three strategic priority areas, namely 
Health & Personalised medicine, Environment & Green economy, and ICT & Digital 
economy. The ordinances creating the legal framework for the regional innovation plan 
have been approved in September 2017. 
One of the 5 dimensions of the new innovation plan is smart specialization. 14 actions 
have been defined within the three aforementioned priority areas. An illustrative example 
of such an action is the digital competence pool that will be established on the university 
campuses of ULB-VUB and that will promote research and innovation in ICT. Further, a 
new medtech center will focus on bringing together medical and engineering expertise for 
the development of innovative medical devices and the accelerated development of start-
ups in this domain (Regional Innovation Plan 2016-2020). 
A final example of a policy initiative that taps into a major technological trend and links it 
with the region’s expertise in ICT, is the Team-up platform that brings together academia 
and industry in the Brussels-Capital Region, with the first edition dedicated to Artificial 
Intelligence. 
 
Monitoring mechanisms and the feedback loop 
                                           
17 http://s3platform.jrc.ec.europa.eu/s3-thematic-platforms 
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Wallonia 
To support the S3 strategy, the RDI aid decree (implemented in 2016, see section 3) 
more explicitly applies an excellence criterion for the selection of research projects - 
already used for deciding on support to the competitive poles - while also simplifying 
administrative requirements. As a consequence, the number of calls for research projects 
has declined and are now limited to “Cwality” calls (collaborative research between 
companies/research centres), WALInnov (university-oriented research and enhancement 
of excellence) and FIRST (scientific staff). 
Flanders 
A key role in the smart specialization strategy is played by the strategic research centers 
(SRC’s) that bridge fundamental and applied research in four key areas (cleantech and 
sustainable development (VITO), life sciences (VIB), smart manufacturing (Flanders 
Make), nanoelectronics and digital technologies (imec)). In October 2016, the former 
independent strategic research centre iMinds was integrated as an additional business 
unit within imec, resulting in a new research centre that fuses the technology and 
systems expertise of more than 2,500 imec researchers worldwide with the digital 
competencies of some 1,000 iMinds researchers. In 2016, three strategic research 
centers (imec, VIB, iMinds) were evaluated on various dimensions including performance, 
finance, impact and international benchmarking and recommendations from the 2011 
evaluations being followed up (SRC Evaluations, 2016). Resulting the positive 
evaluations, the Flemish Government early 2017 signed new multi-annual management 
agreements with both Imec and VIB. Spring 2017, Flanders Make was evaluated and in 
December the Flemish Government decided to approve the new multi-annual agreement 
with Flanders Make (to be signed in 2018).   
Brussels Capital Region 
With the introduction of the new Regional Innovation Plan (RIP), a new governance 
framework was defined (Regional Innovation Plan 2016-2020). The general coordination 
and implementation of transversal actions will be performed by Innoviris, which will also 
monitor the progress of the RIP using an indicator dashboard. The follow-up of specific 
actions, linked to the strategic priority areas, will be done by innovation committees, 
consisting of members of both the public and private sector. Moreover, a common 
platform of strategic oversight will follow up more aggregate evolutions in these priority 
areas (technology, markets, regulations…) using already available data and in 
collaboration with the Brussels Planning Bureau (BPB, perspective.brussels). Twice a 
year, Innoviris will check the progress of the actions in the RIP and propose changes, if 
needed. This progress report will be presented to the regional Science Policy Council (see 
Figure 1) and communicated to the relevant Ministers in the government. Finally, the 
government will carry out an evaluation of the RIP in 2018.   
 
Evidence of impact 
Wallonia 
Up to now, 6 competitive poles have been created in the areas of logistics, aerospace, 
health, agro-food, mechatronics and green technologies. For their specific support, the 
Government has developed a policy mix for investment (typically co-financing), R&I, 
exportation and FDI, training and networking. Since the policy was launched, nearly 440 
projects (232 R&D projects, 70 training projects, 37 investment projects) have been 
financed, for public funding of €600m, mostly in R&D.The competitive poles are 
complemented by 6 clusters of firms (mostly SMEs) that were defined in a bottom-up 
fashion.  
Flanders 
As mentioned above, the cluster policy is a key component of the Flemish smart 
specialization strategy. In 2017, 5 spearhead clusters and 14 innovative company 
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networks are being supported (Speurgids, 2017). Other key entities are the 4 strategic 
research centers, for which the 2016 (Imec, VIB) and 2017 (Flanders’ Make) evaluation 
indicated that they create a regional impact. For example, imec managed to collaborate 
with an additional 196 regional firms in 2015 (imec evaluation, 2016) while the Flemish 
Institute for Biotechnology (VIB) established 8 spin-offs in the 2011-2015 (VIB 
evaluation, 2016), outperforming the respective targets.  
The system evaluation of the strategic research centers also highlighted that their link 
with universities is crucial for the Flemish innovation system. Universities are indeed well 
integrated into the R&I landscape. As an illustration of how they participate in regional 
strategies, several KU Leuven research centers collaborate with Flemish spearhead 
clusters and internationally prominent research groups at the European level. For 
example, the Leuven Medical Technology Centre (LMTC), which does interdisciplinary 
research combining engineering sciences and biomedical sciences, is actively involved in 
the EIT's KIC Health, in which the KU Leuven is a core partner. LMTC also collaborates at 
the Flemish level, in living labs like InnovAGE, focusing on healthy ageing, in the Regmed 
platform for Regenerative Medicine (now in collaboration with the Dutch RegMed XB 
initiative), in the Sports.Tech cluster and in the interregional Eindhoven-Leuven-Aachen 
(ELAt) triangle. 
Brussels Capital Region 
Different initiatives and programmes within the Regional Innovation Plan, have led to 
socio-economic impact. For example, RISE is one of the largest programs for technology 
start-ups in the Brussels Capital Region. In the past 6 years, it has supported 15 
innovative start-ups employing almost 400 people (Innoviris activity report, 2016). In 
2016, 118 organizations received regional innovation support, of which 55 private firms, 
52 non-profits and 11 research institutes. Other initiatives that have strengthened the 
Brussels’ innovation ecosystem include the Bridge program, aimed at scientific research 
with industrial applications for firms in the region, for which 3 projects (with 5 different 
partners) were financed in 2016 in the priority domains of energy and e-health. 
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AEI  Agency for Enterprise and Innovation (Wallonia)  
AIO  Agentschap Innoveren en Ondernemen (Flanders Innovation and 
Entrepreneurship) (Flanders) 
BCR Brussels Capital Region 
BERD  Business Expenditures for Research and Development  
BELSPO Programmatory Public Service for Science Policy  
BOF Bijzonder Onderzoeksfonds voor de universiteiten (Special Research Fund) 
CEN Nuclear Energy Centre 
CIS International Co-operation Commission 
EC European Commission 
ESA European Space Agency  
EU  European Union 
EU-28  European Union including 28 Member States 
Dept EWI Department of Economy, Science and Innovation of the Flemish 
Government 
DG06 Operational Directorate of Economy, Employment and Research (Wallonia) 
FP7 7th Framework Programme 
F.R.S.-
FNRS 
Fund for Scientific Research – FNRS (French Community) 
FWO Research Foundation Flanders (Flemish Community) 
GDP Gross Domestic Product  
GERD Gross Domestic Expenditure on R&D 
H2020 Horizon 2020 
HEI Higher Education Institution 
HGIE High-growth Innovative Enterprise 
ICT Information & Communication Technologies 
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SME Small and Medium-sized Enterprise 
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Brussels Regional Investment Company 
TFEU Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union 
VI Vanguard Initiative 
VLIZ Vlaams Instituut voor de Zee (Flanders Marine Institute) 
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Factsheet 
 
 
Data sources: various, including Eurostat, European Commission and International 
scoreboard data. 
2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018
GDP per capita (euro per capita) 32300 33500 34500 35000 35300 35800 36500 37500
Value added of services as share of 
the total value added (% of total) 76.39 75.97 76.27 76.67 77 77.26 77.07 77.16
Value added of manufacturing as share 
of the total value added (%) 14.28 14.72 14.25 14.08 13.98 14.05 14.33 14.26
Employment in manufacturing as share 
of total employment (%) 12.6 12.11 11.97 11.75 11.52 11.18 10.84 10.71
Employment in services as share of 
total employment (%) 78.7 79.27 79.43 79.67 79.98 80.46 80.91 81.1
Share of Foreign controlled enterprises 
in the total nb of enterprises (%) 0.28 0.27 0.26 0.24 0.23 0.22
Labour productivity (Index, 2010=100) 97.8 100 99.5 99.3 100 101.1 102.3 102.4
New doctorate graduates (ISCED 6) 
per 1000 population aged 25-34 1.04 1.18 0.77 1.27 1.31 1.36 1.37
Summary Innovation Index (rank) 8 6 7 7 7 7 7 9
Innovative enterprises as a share of 
total number of enterprises (CIS data) 
(%) 55.9 64.2
Innovation output indicator (Rank, 
Intra-EU Comparison) 10 10 11 12
Turnover from innovation as % of total 
turnover (Eurostat) 12.4 11.2
Country position in Doing Business 
(Ease of doing business index 
WB)(1=most business-friendly 
regulations) 41 43 42 42 52
Ease of getting credit (WB GII) (Rank) 80 81 84
Venture capital investment as % of 
GDP (seed, start-up and later stage) 0.053 0.025 0.03 0.033 0.026 0.032 0.015
EC Digital Economy & Society Index 
(DESI) (Rank) 5 5 5 6
E-Government Development Index 
Rank 16 24 25 19
Online availability of public services – 
Percentage of individuals having 
interactions with public authorities via 
Internet (last 12 months) 41 45 47 50 50 55 52 55 55
GERD (as % of GDP) 1.99 2.05 2.16 2.27 2.33 2.39 2.47 2.49
GBAORD (as % of GDP) 0.66 0.65 0.63 0.64 0.64 0.68 0.62 0.64
R&D funded by GOV (% of GDP) 0.5 0.52 0.5 0.56 0.57 0.55
BERD (% of GDP) 1.31 1.38 1.48 1.59 1.62 1.67 1.72 1.73
Research excellence composite 
indicator (Rank) 7 8 8 8 8 8
Percentage of scientific publications 
among the top 10% most cited 
publications worldwide as % of total 
scientific publications of the country 12.36 12.43 12.65 12.88 12.55
Public-private co-publications per 
million population 63.7 68.17 74.63 70.39 76.24 71.73 61.05
World Share of PCT applications 0.73 0.72 0.69 0.67 0.57 0.61 0.64
Global Innovation Index 21 23 25 23 27
 32 
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